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The goal of this chapter is to study the impacts of the transnational engage-
ments of the Somali parents in the diaspora on the wellbeing of their children
living with them. The chapter will do so mainly by examining the perspectives
of Finnish-Somali youth and relating their views to perceptions and experi-
ences of Finnish-Somali parents. The central emphasis is on how transna-
tional engagements of the parents affect both the stability of the family
(conflict/divorce) and family resources (time and money). The basic assump-
tion of the study is that family stability and resources, which are central to
child wellbeing (Thomson, Hanson and McLanahan, 1994), are affected by
the family’s transnational life.
During the past two decades, a growing number of studies have researched
the daily practices and experiences of transnational families (Baldassar and
Merla, 2014; Baldassar, et al., 2014; Goulbourne, et al., 2010). Bryceson and
Vuorela (2002, p.3) defined transnational families as “families that live some
or most of the time separated from each other, yet hold together and create
something that can be seen as a feeling of collective welfare and unity, namely
‘familyhood’, even across national borders”. Research on the transnational
family has also investigated the consequences of living apart on parental and
spousal relationships (Dreby, 2006; 2010; Schmalzbauer, 2004; Pribilsky,
2004). Specifically, some authors have looked at transnational motherhood
(Parreñas, 2001; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, 1997) and others have
emphasized transnational fatherhood (Fresnoza-Flot, 2014; Kilkey, 2014;
Pribilsky, 2004). Literature on transnational fatherhood is relatively scarce
and new (Dreby, 2006). Existing research findings show that migrant fathers
put their focus on providing economically for their families. Migrant mothers,
on the other hand, were found not only to communicate more with their
children but they also were more generous in remitting to their children
(Mazzucato, 2014; Fresnoza-Flot, 2014). Research findings also indicate that
in general the negative impact of the father’s migration on children’s wellbeing
(i.e., educational challenges, emotional difficulties, and health problems) is
less harsh compared to the mother’s migration (Mazzucato, 2014).
This literature has also studied the influence of living in a transnational
family on children (Dreby, 2010; Parreñas, 2005; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-
Orozco, 2001). A common goal of these studies was to understand the impacts
of living apart on family lives when one or both parents migrate and leave their
children behind; children, in particular, have been found to face serious chal-
lenges (Zontini, 2010; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 2001). Valentina
Mazzucato (2014) provides a thorough review of these studies (see also Maz-
zucato and Schans, 2011; Zontini, 2010). However, children may be impacted
directly or indirectly by the transnational engagement of their parents even
when they live together with them. This aspect of transnationalism, which has
not been at the centre of most previous studies, will be explored in this chapter.
Most previous studies have focused on the impact of Latin American parents
who migrated to the United States and left their children behind, while the
increasing trends in transnational families in other migrant-sending areas, such
as Sub-Saharan Africa, are largely ignored (Mazzucato and Schans, 2011). By
studying Somalis in Finland, this chapter intends to fill this gap. In addition,
the chapter builds on and contributes to the growing body of literature on
transnational Somali families (Al-Sharmani and Ismail, 2017; Tiilikainen,
2017; Hautaniemi, 2011; Mohme, 2014; Al-Sharmani, 2010; Horst, 2006).
In this chapter, transnationalism is understood as a process in which
immigrants generate and maintain multidimensional social relations with
their families and kin residing outside their country of settlement. In this
definition, the intensity and diversity of their relationship with relatives is in
the focus (Basch, Glick Schiller and Szanton Blanc, 1994, pp.7–8). In addi-
tion, as Alejandro Portes, Luis Guarnizo and Patricia Landolt (1999) have
stressed, transnational involvement of immigrants can primarily be under-
stood as socio-cultural, economic, and political activities of individual
actors. However, although the perceptions and experiences of individual
actors are central to my analysis, I locate these activities within the context
of the family because this individual “is embedded within the family. Such
an individual originates, continues along the road of life, and sees their
social being within the context of family of birth and family of creation
scattered across physical spaces and memorial times” (Goulbourne, et al.,
2010, p.10). Furthermore, transnational engagements by immigrant family
members are more than just physical movements by individuals or exchange
of goods. As noted above, family transnationalism also comprises a range of
other border-transcending social relations that link family members despite
the cross-border separation (Goulbourne, et al., 2010; Basch, Glick Schiller
and Szanton Blanc, 1994).
Parental involvement has a positive impact on various dimensions of child
wellbeing. For instance, educational success is positively associated with par-
ental involvement (Jeynes, 2005; Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler, 1995). Parti-
cularly, money and time are two key resources in parental involvement that
enhance children’s wellbeing (Thomson, Hanson and McLanahan, 1994,
p.222). Studies have also linked children’s wellbeing to family stability
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(Amato, 1993). In the literature, there are various definitions of family stabi-
lity, but in this chapter the family is considered a stable one in a situation
where both profound and prolonged marital conflict and critical change in
family structure (divorce) are absent (Baldridge, 2011, pp.1–2). I am not sug-
gesting that divorce is always detrimental to child wellbeing, but I have
chosen to analyse particular cases of divorce and marital conflict and how
participants perceived them to be connected to the wellbeing or ill-being of
children and youth.
In this chapter wellbeing of children and youth is understood as a dynamic
and multidimensional concept which describes their quality of life and which
takes into consideration children’s status both now and in future life. By
studying child wellbeing, the chapter brings forward youth’s perspectives, but
also considers parents’ views and experiences (OECD, 2009).
Specifically, this chapter will utilize the conceptual framework on wellbeing
developed by Sarah C. White (2008; 2010. See the introductory chapter of this
volume.) In the logic of that framework, child wellbeing has material, rela-
tional, and ethical dimensions. Regarding the material dimension, this chap-
ter will give particular attention to how children’s wellbeing, such as their
educational performance and their leisure time, is affected by their parents’
transnational practices as the latter cut into family resources, time, and
income. Concerning the relational dimension, the focus will be the parent–
child relationship as well as the relationship parent and children have with
their transnational family members and how these relationships impact the
children’s wellbeing. Finally, regarding the ethical dimension, the chapter will
consider how Islamic values and societal norms inform the interlocutors’
perceptions of how parents’ transnational behaviour, i.e., spending their
income and time, is related to the children’s wellbeing. I will focus, in parti-
cular, on the negative implications of certain practices. I do so because these
practices may have serious but less well understood implications for the well-
being of children in the countries of resettlement.
The chapter is organized as follows. First I present the research back-
ground. This is followed by an overview of the transnational practices of
Finnish-Somali parents. I then proceed with a section on the influences of the
parental transnational practices on child wellbeing. This is followed by a sec-
tion on the impact of the father’s absence from the family life on child well-
being. Then I end with a conclusion.
Research background
Somalis in Finland
In 2015, the number of foreign language speakers in Finland was 329,562 out
of a total population of 5,487,308. Since the early 1990s, a large group of
Somali asylum seekers have been arriving in Finland. In 2015, Somalis were
the third largest foreign language speaking group in the country, after
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Russians and Estonians. More than 60% of the 17,871 Somalis were 24 years
old or younger. Gender-wise, close to 48% (8,521) were female and over 52%
(9,350) male. A remarkably large number of the Finnish-Somalis, around
three quarters, live in the Uusimaa region, particularly in Greater Helsinki
(Statistics Finland, 2016).
Somalis in Finland face a great number of challenges. Adults face a harsh
situation in the labour market. Their children have the highest school dropout rate
and least educational achievements compared to other migrant communities
(Kilpi, 2010). Identity crises and lack of a sense of belonging are also major pro-
blems among the Somali youth and children (Open Society Foundations, 2013).
Notable difficulties within families, most of which also tend to have a large
number of children, are also reported. A significant number of the children (38%
in 2012) are raised by single mothers (Helminen and Pietiläinen, 2014).
Data and method
For this chapter,1 I will principally draw on data from four focus groups for
youth, but also on data from 22 individual interviews with parents and four
focus group discussions with adults.2 As only a few of the participants in the
adult focus groups were not parents, I therefore use the term parents instead
of adults.
Of the youth focus groups, with a total of 33 participants, two were orga-
nized for girls and two for boys. 17 of the participants were female and 16
were male. 28 participants were between the ages of 15 and 18 and five were
in their early and mid-twenties. 32 were single and one had already formed
his family. Out of the 33, 19 were high school students, six were lower sec-
ondary school students, one was studying a combination of vocational train-
ing and high school, one was studying at an adult high school, another was
studying at a higher education institution, two were employed, and another
three were neither students nor employed. 29 were born in Finland and four
in places other than Finland. The married one lived with his wife and the rest
with their parents/siblings.
Among the 22 individual interviewees, nine were mothers and 13 fathers.
Among the nine mothers, six were married and three divorcees. Among the
fathers, there were eight married and five divorcees. The average age of
mothers and fathers was about 32 and 43 years respectively. 14 parents were
relatively well educated with a minimum of vocational training and maximum
of an MA degree. At the time of the interview, two mothers and two fathers
were unemployed. Two fathers and one mother were part-time employees, one
was a stay-at-home mother and another mother was a student. The rest were
in fulltime work.
Four focus groups (two for women and two for men), with a total of 29
participants, 13 women and 16 men, were organized for adults. Overall, par-
ticipants were between 26 and 68 years old. Most of them were married,
while there were more women than men in the divorced group. Regarding
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their educational status, there were a few with a postgraduate degree and
some with little formal schooling, but most of them had some tertiary edu-
cation. 15 were employed, five were students and the rest were unemployed,
stay-at-home mothers, pensioners, or did not provide information on their
employment status.
Data collections were conducted from September 2013 to July 2016 and the
interlocutors were recruited through personal networks and organizations. I
interviewed the two adult male focus groups, four youth focus groups, and the
adult male individuals, while interviews with the adult women (focus groups
and individuals) were conducted by Mulki Al-Sharmani.
Various mechanisms for recruiting participants, such as use of social net-
works, snowball sampling, and approaching people in public spaces, were
employed to ensure the participants were diverse. All interviews were con-
ducted in Somali and lasted between about one and three hours. All inter-
views, except one individual interview, were recorded and all recorded
interviews, except one focus group, were transcribed.
Transnational practices of Finnish-Somali parents
Finnish-Somalis are involved in extensive kin-based transnational practices
(Al-Sharmani and Ismail, 2017; Tiilikainen, 2017; Hautaniemi, 2011). This is
a common feature for other Somali diasporic groups as well (Mohme, 2014;
Al-Sharmani, 2010; Horst, 2006).
The transnational practices of Finnish-Somali parents could be divided into
two broad categories. The first is kin-based transnational practices. These prac-
tices (i.e., communication, holidays and other visits, and remittances) are pri-
marily motivated by the interest of immediate family in Finland or the needs of
their kin residing outside Finland. The second type is non-kin-based transna-
tional practices. Here some parents engage in transnational activities that are not
primarily motivated by the interest of family in Finland or relatives elsewhere.
However, the boundaries between these two practices are not clear cut.
Although all our interlocutors were engaged in these practices, there were
gendered and generational differences. For instance, children, compared to
their parents, were less involved in sending remittances and communicating
with family members in Africa. In addition, both male and female inter-
viewees highlighted that Somali women were more responsive to the financial
needs of their relatives in Africa.
In some situations, a mother and children might move to a third country to
seek a presumably religiously and culturally appropriate environment and
better educational opportunities, such as Islamic education and education
where the medium of instruction is either English or Arabic, for their chil-
dren. It is predominantly mothers who engage in this practice (Ismail, 2016).
Finnish-Somalis also seek employment and establish businesses in Somalia
or elsewhere. Some of them are also directly involved in Somali politics
(Ismail, 2011). Some of these practices can be considered kin-based activities,
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as the main motive for the father’s absence could be to provide for his family.
These practices are usually male dominated and require a father’s long-term
travel and generate his absence from the family life. For convenience, I call
this ‘fathers’ long-term travels’.
Finnish-Somalis also engage in other transnational practices where the
interests and needs of the family in Finland or relatives are not the main
incentives. Our interlocutors pointed out three non-kin-based transnational
activities ‒ investing in property or business, fadhi-ku-dirir, and khat chewing.
The last two activities are undertaken by fathers while they physically remain
in Finland. Investing in property or business is a practice by some parents,
both fathers and mothers, where they buy properties or business shares
mainly in the Horn of Africa. In this case, contrary to previously discussed
fathers’ long-term travels, they may pay a short visit to Africa for conducting
business transactions, or others may represent them, but long-term absence
from the family is not needed. Although in general, family goals can possibly
be the main drivers of investing in property or business elsewhere, our inter-
locutors considered it detrimental to the wellbeing of the Finnish-Somali
children. Fadhi-ku-dirir (meaning literally, “fighting one-another while
seated”) is a custom for some Somali men, who meet in cafés and heatedly
debate Somali politics and clan-related issues. According to Doug McGill,
who has observed fadhi-ku-dirir in Minneapolis, “instead of fighting to the
death, they ‘fadhi-ku-dirir’. They order shots of espresso, sit across coffee
tables from one another, and hurl rhetorical ordnance for hours at a time”
(McGill, 2006). One reason for fadhi-ku-dirir could be that some of these men
are unemployed and just want to kill time for what they see as a good cause –
i.e., defending clan dignity and interest. Others are employed and partially for
that reason fadhi-ku-dirir is typically conducted in the evenings.
I consider fadhi-ku-dirir as a transnational activity because participants
primarily discuss Somalia-related issues and, in addition, before they meet,
participants collect relevant information from social media, the Somali web-
sites, and informed relatives and friends in Somalia or elsewhere. Here I
follow scholars who consider reading newspapers from and keeping in touch
with politics in the country of origin as a transnational political activity (Snel,
Engbersen and Leerkes, 2006).3
Khat chewing is another transnational practice for some Finnish-Somali
men. Khat is a plant (Catha edulis) native to East Africa and Yemen that
releases a stimulant when its narcotic leaves are chewed. Some Somalis even
in the diaspora, particularly men, chew it and spend a considerable amount of
money and time on the consumption. Previous research found that in the UK
Somali migrants chewed khat three days a week on average, six hours and 2.5
bundles per session. In 2005, before khat was banned, a bundle in the UK
used to cost between £4 and £6 (Patel, Wright and Gammampila, 2005). The
price is much higher in the context where khat is illegal (Osman and Söder-
bäck, 2011, p.215). Furthermore, traditional social rules that regulated khat
use and minimized its socioeconomic consequence in pre-civil war Somalia
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(Patel, Wright and Gammampila, 2005, p.1) are not observed in the diaspora,
which may increase the socioeconomic impact of khat chewing on the family.
Although khat use has probably been less prevalent among Finnish-Somalis
compared to those in the UK and other Nordic countries, there was growing
concern about khat use within the community before 2014 when the UK
banned it. Presumably the ban has reduced the inflow of khat into Finland.
Khat is mostly consumed in a group in specific cafés and venues devoted to
chewing khat, often called mafrish, as well as private homes. I consider khat
chewing as a transnational activity. Here I follow scholars who considered
consuming nostalgic goods imported from countries of origin such as tradi-
tional food and clothing as transnational because it is a “way of maintaining
cultural traditions from the home country” (Orozco, et al., 2005, p.12). I do
so because some chewers believe that their practice supports sustaining the
Somali culture (Patel, Wright and Gammampila, 2005, p.45).4 In addition,
like the participants in fadhi-ku-dirir, khat chewers at consumption meetings
often discuss Somalia-related issues.
Somali parents’ transnational engagement and child wellbeing
Almost all participants believed that in general transnational engagements are
positive and have certain advantages for the family wellbeing. From the
youth’s perspective, parental transnational engagement positively influences
child wellbeing by, for instance: enhancing their social network (e.g., they
cultivate close relationship with relatives); improving their personal character
(e.g., it improves their empathy towards others and thus enhances one’s self-
esteem); enhancing their awareness and information (e.g., they gain updates
about their parents’ home country and other Somali-populated regions of the
world); and providing them with opportunities to travel and spend holidays
elsewhere when they visit relatives with their parents. This section, however,
examines the perceived negative effects of transnational practices, in parti-
cular, how remittances and investments, fathers’ long-term travels, and fadhi-
ku-dirir and khat chewing would divert meagre parental resources from chil-
dren’s use and how these engagements would generate family instability.
Remittances and investments
For almost all young respondents, the small amount remitted to a family
member did not directly impact their wellbeing. For example, a high school
student voiced this point of view as follows:
My mom used to pay this one and two hundred euros, even when I
was born, it is almost the same, and I lose nothing from that. But if
something big happens and a large amount of money is needed, really
in that case they (children) will feel it. (18-year-old female, focus
group, May 2015)
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Most of the young interviewees believed that large remittances to relatives
and the practice of making investments such as building houses or establish-
ing businesses elsewhere would significantly reduce the amount of money
available for the children’s needs. In addition, many young interlocutors
believed that in some situations remittances might generate marital conflicts
and thus would indirectly affect child wellbeing. This mainly happened in
situations where families were facing financial challenges and one of the par-
ents was still committed to remitting to relatives. As a 17-year-old high school
female student put it: “It is possible … that one parent, or the father, is con-
sidering about his mom (to send money to), the wife would say ‘no, we have
to consider our family first’! That can possibly generate conflict.”
So, although the youth had a positive attitude towards remittances to rela-
tives, they thought that remittance is problematic when it creates a burden on
family and generates marital conflict.
There is a relational dimension to remittance sending because by gen-
erating marital conflict, which sometimes results in divorce, it reduces
fathers’ physical and emotional availability for their children. It also has
an ethical dimension. For instance, young respondents’ views on remit-
tances (e.g., whether sending remittances was justified on the basis of the
needs of the recipient or parents needed to consult one another) were
mainly informed by religious values and cultural norms. In addition, the
main reason that investments were perceived as predominantly negative
relates to the ethical dimension because the caregiving obligation towards
extended family attached to the remittance is not present in the case of
investment. Therefore, investment is perceived as neither useful for a Fin-
nish-Somali family nor necessarily helpful for needy family members else-
where. For instance, according to a young interviewee, this care dimension
was present even if the amount remitted was large. She highlighted several
contexts in which a large amount of money was needed to support a
relative, including a situation where a sick person in Somalia needed help
for medical treatment in a foreign country and concluded: “You (the child)
might feel bad because you cannot get new shoes, but you need to
understand you don’t need these new shoes as much as the (sick) person in
the hard situation needs (medical treatment)” (18-year-old female, focus
group, May 2015). Again, these perceptions are apparently informed by
the Islamic teachings that encourage helping the needy, particularly rela-
tives, as well as traditional kinship rules that make kin-relations a base for
social welfare.
Like the youth, most parents perceived that small remittances and other
financial contributions to needy relatives were not detrimental to children’s
wellbeing. They also agreed, however, that in some situations remittances may
become problematic. For instance, a father in a focus group discussion
observed how Somali parents, both fathers and mothers, were willing to sup-
port their relatives, even at the expense of their children. He referred to
Somali parents, who unlike the mainstream parents were not engaged in the
136 Ismail
practice of giving weekly pocket money to their children and concluded that
“our people don’t have this kind of things for the kids, they only think about
Somalia and the relatives”.
The experiences of the parents support the youth’s view on the impact
of large remittances on family stability. For example, the second marriage
of 41-year-old Beelwade, a father of four, broke up because of conflicts
with his wife over his obligations towards his relatives. At one point, after
five years of his marriage, he had to send 1,000 dollars to a female cousin
to escape to Sweden from the conflict in Somalia. However, his wife was
not happy with it. His cousin migrated to Sweden and at one time wanted
to visit Finland for a few days and asked him to host her, as he was the
only relative she had in Finland. His wife refused and this led to an open
conflict between the two. This coincided with the death of his older
brother who left a large family – a wife and six children in a Horn of
Africa country – who turned to rely on him for their survival, along with
other relatives in need of help. Beelwade started sending a considerable
amount of money every month to his relatives. These factors created
marital conflict that eventually resulted in their divorce.
Both mothers and fathers also noted that lack of prior consultation
between the spouses about when, how much, and to whom money was to
be sent was another reason why remittances created marital conflicts. In
fact, one of the mothers in a focus group discussion claimed that 80% of
the Somali women made decisions about remitting to relatives without
prior consultation with their husbands. As she put it, “Someone (who is in
need of her help) is talking to me on the telephone, so I have to say yes or
no (make a decision)”.
Marital conflicts over remittances also arose when one spouse felt
injustice about how they were distributed between the families of both
spouses. As one of the male participants in a focus group discussion
noted, “when one of the spouses says I will send 700 dollars to my family
and 200 to your family”. This is an example of those situations where kin-
based transnational activities, though contributing to the wellbeing of the
family, conflict with an important ethical value, fairness. On the other
hand, couples who succeeded in managing family time and finance enjoyed
strong marriages and family stability, even at times of serious challenges
(Al-Sharmani and Ismail, 2017, p.46).
Some parents pointed out that remittances became a serious problem when
parents failed to observe and prioritize the needs that they were facing in a
given context. A father pointed out that some parents did not give proper
consideration to their children’s needs. He stressed the immorality and
unfairness of sending money to a young and healthy family member, who can
survive without it, at the expense of the children. Emphasizing the ethical
dimensions of remittance, he quoted the religious instruction that says “ibda’
bi-man ta’uul ‒ begin with your dependants” and explained that grandparents
and children are to be given first priority.
Transnational Finnish–Somali families 137
Long-term travel
Youth participants highlighted that certain transnational practices by fathers
(Somali politics, conducting business or working abroad) required long-term
travel that was regarded harmful to the wellbeing of the family in general,
and that of children in particular, because these transnational commitments
considerably decreased the parental time available for the family. A high
school student, talking about the impact of the absences of her father, who
had business abroad and travelled extensively, described how hard it was not
only for her mum who “had to do everything alone” but also for the siblings:
Yeah, it affects the wellbeing because I feel like my dad is not home …
clearly things are not right, so it is either my sister is not home, like my
brothers are like late outside … It does affect our family, especially my
(younger) sister, when my dad is not home she does not do her homework
or like she doesn’t really care about school. When he is home she does
care about her homework, I feel like she wants her dad to be part of
her … (17-year-old female, focus group, May 2015).
Here she emphasizes how her father’s absence was a source of many ills in
their family. Her mother suffers due to lack of support in household tasks and
chores. The children are suffering due to lack of supervision and support. In
the discussions she conveyed that all members of the family needed her
father’s presence.
Youth participants also mentioned that, due to their long-term absence,
some fathers may take a second wife. They noted that this practice would
further result in more absence by the fathers as they took on other responsi-
bilities because of the second marriage, especially if new children were born
from this marriage. In addition to diverting the father’s time, this also fuelled
family instability.
The youth believed their relationship with their absent fathers would not be
negatively impacted if they were informed about the reason for his absence
and it was justified. For instance, a high school male student noted how it was
all right with children if their father went abroad for work to help the family,
and not for his own interests. This is one of the situations where the boundary
between transnational kin- and non-kin-based practices is somewhat fuzzy.
Depending on its influence on the family wellbeing, father’s long-term travel
is perceived as kin- or non-kin-based transnational practice. It is the ethical
dimension attached to it that makes the difference. Here, as the cases above
illustrate, the father’s absence was acceptable as long as his absence was per-
ceived as the best way to meet his religiously and culturally informed father/
husband role in the overall family wellbeing.
Conversely, if his absence was perceived as not useful for the family, the case
was different. An 18-year-old high school female student in one of the youth
focus groups reported that her own father, although employed in Finland, tried
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to establish his own business in Somalia, which necessitated his travelling fre-
quently to Somalia. She was not happy with this situation because she believed
that her father’s absence was unnecessary as he already had an opportunity to
work in Finland. Furthermore, for her, her father’s unnecessary absence from the
family would potentially threaten the family’s stability.
Parents’ experiences also show these practices generate family instability.
For instance, Bile, a 47-year-old father of four, was married twice and both
marriages ended in divorce. His first marriage was a happy one before he
became heavily engaged in Somali politics. His first wife, mother of his four
children, was not pleased with that because it required him to travel fre-
quently. This became a source of tension between the two. One day he
informed his wife about his intension to travel to Africa, but this time his wife
made up her mind and warned him that it would be the end of their family.
However, Bile, believing that he would be able to change her mind upon his
return, departed. He was wrong, and that was the end of his first marriage.
From the family perspective, this kind of transnational practice is not justifi-
able and it is considered negative as it generates the father’s absence without
contributing to family wellbeing.
The case of Saruuro, a 34-year-old divorced mother of eight, substantiates
how an absent father’s marriage to another wife would impact family resour-
ces and stability. Her husband, who was working in another European coun-
try, got married to another wife in that country. Although her main issue was
that he took another wife without even letting her know, she was also
annoyed that his role in the family, particularly regarding child rearing, had
dramatically decreased. They finally divorced.
Fadhi-ku-dirir and khat
In addition to travel, young participants highlighted a number of other
activities that leave fathers absent from family life even while they are
present in Finland. For instance, working long hours and/or working eve-
ning and night shifts were main factors that made many Somali fathers
less available to their children’s life. Fadhi-ku-dirir and khat chewing were
perceived negatively, affecting children by diverting badly needed time and
financial resources from the children’s needs. Although fadhi-ku-dirir and
khat were not included in our interview questions, the youth raised them
when discussing factors that made some fathers absent from their family
life. Their claim corroborates community discourses that these practices
are impacting the wellbeing of the Somali family. Parents also brought up
these issues when discussing how time was one of the two main sources of
family conflict, money being the other.
The youth noted that fadhi-ku-dirir and khat make some fathers absent
from their children’s lives and emphasized that these practices increase the
likelihood of marital conflict. For instance, an 18-year-old high school male
student believed that fathers who spend long hours sitting in cafés or chewing
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khat have no time for their children. For him, this also fuels marital conflict
as mothers would expect fathers to contribute to child rearing.
Here the father is perceived as spending his time and money on worthless
practices at the expense of the children’s and family’s wellbeing. Thus, there is
an ethical dimension to khat chewing and fadhi-ku-dirir. Our interlocutors
perceived these practices as incompatible with the image of a good husband
and father. A high school male student, for example, associated fadhi-ku-dirir
and khat chewing with bad Somali fatherhood. This participant, talking
about why some fathers were not sufficiently engaged with their family noted,
“It is possible that the father in question is not a good father!” He went on to
describe a bad father, “A father who is a khat chewer or who for 24 hours of
the day is sitting in cafés, who is careless about his children’s interests.”
In addition to the impact of fadhi-ku-dirir and khat on family time, parents’
views and experiences also show the impact of these practices on family
finances. Saluugla’s case illustrates the matter.
Soon after Saluugla and her baby were reunified with her husband and
father of the child, after a year of marriage in Africa, Saluugla (currently a
single mother of eight) realized her husband was not the kind of husband and
father she and her children would want to live with. He was neither support-
ing her in household activities nor letting her seek formal education. How-
ever, the imminent challenge was that he was addicted to khat and gambling
and used to spend the family income on these habits. Mainly due to autho-
rities who helped her solve the financial issue, her marriage survived ten more
years. In addition, probably because of his preoccupation with khat chewing
and gambling, he had no time for the family. Finally, they divorced.
Like the youth, the parents also emphasized the role of khat chewing and
fadhi-ku-dirir in marital conflicts and divorces. According to Subkan, a 32-
year-old married woman:
Factors that usually contribute to family conflicts are the men who chew
khat, they create a number of problems. Another source of this problem
are the people who are here but are engaged in Somali politics, and for
that they are busy, mainly men are very busy in activities of that sort,
such as an extensive fadhi-ku-dirir. These are sources of serious issues in
the family. (Individual interview, December 16, 2013)
Parents also shared a similar perception on the ethical dimensions of fadhi-
ku-dirir and khat chewing. According to them, a man who chewed khat and
took part in fadhi-ku-dirir could not be a suitable husband.
Child wellbeing and the father’s absence from family life
As noted, transnational practices that led fathers to be absent from family life
(fathers’ long-term travels, fadhi-ku-dirir, and khat chewing) reduced the
amount of time and money available for the children and generated family
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instability. Youth participants also observed that these practices had other
negative implications for children’s wellbeing. For instance, they emphasized
that the father’s absence from children’s life affected the child’s self-esteem (a
father’s absence would make his child feel shame in front of other children)
and mental health (the child may feel abandoned and become depressed), and
generated sadness and lack of parental care and support. Lack of a role
model was another negative effect of the father’s absence. Some of the youth
believed that the lack of a role model had strong implications in particular for
boys. Some of them also noted that the father’s absence from family life
would generate conflict between the father and his children.
The views and experiences of the parents also matched those of the youth.
For instance, parents observed that, in the case of divorce, parental resources,
particularly time, available for the children severely shrank, as Somali hus-
bands tended to become less involved in childcare. In the words of one
mother, “The main problem is that they (husbands) will never look back to
their families.” Parents mentioned that this was a serious issue in the Somali
family because the Somali family is typically large and because many Somali
mothers are not well prepared to support their children outside the home, for
example, with school and leisure time activities.
Parents also noted that the father’s absence has negative emotional impli-
cations for the children. Saluugla, for instance, noted that after her divorce
her children were, due to their father’s absence, “feeling that a window is open
out there”, meaning that there was emptiness in their lives. Some fathers
narrated, based on their personal experiences, that, due to the divorce, open
competition between the two parents over their children’s loyalty had nega-
tively impacted the children’s love and feelings towards their parents.
In addition, parents mentioned that the father’s absence from their chil-
dren’s life contributed to sons becoming delinquent and getting involved in
fights and shoplifting. Furthermore, parents also talked about some indir-
ect impacts of divorce on the wellbeing of their children. One was that the
pressure generated by demanding household tasks and chores (due to large
family size) on the mother’s health, resulting in stress and depression, also
adversely affecting children’s wellbeing. Another adverse effect from
divorce was what many interlocutors perceived to be excessive monitoring
and possible interventions by child protection authorities who, according
to the interlocutors, held the view that the mother alone might not be able
to take care of so many children in one family. A commonly held fear was
that such intervention would lead to children being taken away from the
mother. A father, school teacher, and activist who participated in a focus
group noted:
Divorce engenders family destruction. It also causes stress on the wife.
Many are mentally sick and in hospitals with buufis [mental distress].
That is the result of the excessive workload in the household and that
(unlike in Somalia) there is no one helping her to have some rest. In case
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the social worker provides home services, they are not confident in
accepting it.
Affirming the above-mentioned concerns and fears, he added:
They (service providers) watchfully observe the living conditions of the
family, especially if there are five or more children, with the perception
that the family is too large and that she (the mother) alone could not take
care of it. That would generate the assumption that she cannot take care
of all these and the kids need to be saved.
Conclusion
The goal of this chapter was to study the impact of the transnational
engagements of Somali parents in diaspora on the wellbeing of their children
living with them in Finland. The chapter examined youth’s views, com-
plemented by parents’ perspectives and experiences, on how transnational
engagement of Finnish-Somali parents would impact the wellbeing of their
children. The central emphasis was on how these parental engagements
affected both the stability of the family (conflict/divorce) and family resources
(time and money).
Interviewed youth stressed how their family, particularly their parents, was
vital for their wellbeing. They highlighted that their happiness was inter-
twined with their parents’ roles in their lives and pointed out that, in general,
their parents strived to enhance their wellbeing. However, they also high-
lighted several transnational parental practices that negatively impact their
wellbeing.
From the youth’s perspective, large remittances and investments, fathers’
long-term travels, and fadhi-ku-dirir and khat chewing negatively impact child
wellbeing. These practices deplete family resources, time, and money, result-
ing in family instability and the father’s absence from family life. They also
stressed that long-term travel and fadhi-ku-dirir and khat chewing are male
dominated activities.
Interestingly, our interlocutors gave particular attention to the role of
fathers and transnational practices that lead fathers to be absent from their
children’s lives. The youth emphasized that the father’s absence generates
emotional difficulties, lack of a role model, and marital conflict as well as
child–father conflict, particularly with boys.
The perspectives and experiences of the interviewed parents also corrobo-
rate the youth’s perspectives. This is also in line with the overall community
discussions that put fathers (e.g., uninvolved fathers and absent fathers) at the
centre of the many challenges confronted by Finnish-Somali families, such as
children’s educational underperformance. A relevant concern is that the pro-
portion of Finnish-Somali families with children headed by a single mother is
the highest among all ethnic groups and the number of single-mother families
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among Finnish-Somalis is probably increasing (Ismail, 2016). Thus, transna-
tional practices that generate fathers’ absences from their families’ life could
perhaps be a determining factor behind the high proportion of single
motherhood among the Somalis.
Perhaps this conclusion supports the findings of the literature on transna-
tional parenting highlighting that migrant fathers are less effective, compared
to mothers, in their adjustment to the parental needs of the integration con-
text (Parreñas, 2008). This may partially be negligence by some fathers, as the
cases of khat chewing and fadhi-ku-dirir illustrate, but also partially a
response to the fact that the lack of socioeconomic opportunities to fulfil
traditional fatherhood roles (Carling, Menjívar and Schmalzbauer, 2012)
drives some fathers to seek better opportunities elsewhere.
Furthermore, the three dimensions of wellbeing elaborated in the intro-
ductory chapter are relevant in both children’s views and parents’ experiences
and perceptions. Regarding the material dimension, these parental practices
may divert resources away from the children. For the relational dimension, for
instance, the father’s absence from family life impacts his physical and emo-
tional availability for his children. Concerning the ethical dimension, for
instance, the youth’s perceptions of parental attitudes were to a large extent
shaped by religious and cultural norms.
These dimensions are also relevant in the division of transnational practices into
kin- and non-kin-based activities. For instance, parental transnational practices
are perceived as justified and even beneficial to the wellbeing of the larger family
when they fulfil the needs of the family in Finland or contribute to the interest of
relatives elsewhere. In addition to the kinship ties, which traditionally are at the
centre of the welfare system in Somali society, these understandings and percep-
tions are primarily informed by Islamic teachings and values.
Although non-kin-based transnational practices are the main source of
family conflict, kin-based practices may also generate marital conflicts. This is
mainly when they lose their ethical values, as the case of unfair distribution of
remittance to the two relatives of the spouses above illustrates.
To conclude, this chapter has elaborated on transnational activities of Somali
parents that may adversely influence the wellbeing of their children who are
living with them in the resettlement country. However, this does not substantiate
the notion that parental transnational practices are principally negative.
Finally, this chapter examined the perspectives of the youth as well as par-
ental perspectives and experiences. But further in-depth research on the
youth’s experiences of the influence of their parents’ transnational practices
on their wellbeing is needed.
Notes
1 The chapter is part of a larger project, ‘Transnational Muslim Marriages in Fin-
land: Wellbeing, Law, and Gender’ (2013–2017), funded by the Academy of Fin-
land and directed by Dr Marja Tiilikainen at the Department of Social Research,
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University of Helsinki. The main sub-study, ‘Transnational Somali Families in
Finland: Discourses and Lived Realities of Marriage’, is designed and led by
Dr Mulki Al-Sharmani at the Faculty of Theology, University of Helsinki. The
overall research project investigates how Muslims in Finland organize and
experience marriage in transnational space, and how the Finnish legal system
and state institutions meet their needs and enhance their wellbeing. A large set
of data from different sources, including individual interviews, focus groups,
participatory observations, and life-stories, was collected for this project.
2 I excluded the fifth focus group, which was also mixed, because most of the parti-
cipants were young people who were not parents.
3 This author is not aware of any research on fadhi-ku-dirir.
4 However, as Klein (2007, p.59) rightly asserted, there is no evidence that khat
chewing was originally part of Somali culture and the historical origin of this con-
sumption pattern shows the opposite.
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